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Daschle vs. Thune: Anatomy of a High-Plains Senate 
Race. By Jon K. Lauck. Norman: University of Okla-
homa Press, 2007. xvii + 326 pp. Photographs, notes, 
index. $24.95 cloth.
 Historian, political operative, and blogger Jon K. 
Lauck offers an insider’s account of the 2004 United 
States Senate race in South Dakota. Democrat Tom 
Daschle, leader of his party in the Senate, sought reelec-
tion and was challenged by Republican John Thune. 
Lauck seeks to explain Thune’s surprising victory—or 
rather, as the account unfolds, Daschle’s bitter loss. As 
is the way with insider accounts, this one produces some 
striking insights, but is also somewhat limited by its per-
spective.
 Daschle in 2004 struggled, as Lauck puts it, with “the 
LBJ dilemma”—how to lead a liberal party in Wash-
ington while campaigning back home in a red state. On 
issues such as the war in Iraq, the prescription drug bill, 
abortion, and gun control, Daschle sought to satisfy con-
flicting expectations and, too often, said one thing in one 
venue and something else in another. As a National Rifle 
Association officer observed, “You can’t have it both 
ways.” The contradictions inherent in Daschle’s double 
life attracted the unwanted attention of “consistency-
scrutinizing bloggers”—one of whom, it should be noted, 
and a partisan one, was Jon K. Lauck, whose weblog, 
Daschle vs. Thune, dogged the Democratic candidate.
 Daschle had obvious advantages. From his position of 
influence he had brought home the bacon to South Dakota 
communities. He entered the race with the support of the 
state’s largest newspaper (the Sioux Falls Argus Leader), 
a formidable campaign organization, and apparently un-
limited finances. He launched his ad campaign early and 
ran it relentlessly. Thune, meanwhile, invested in county 
fairs and church suppers and community halls, while his 
digital allies, the bloggers, attempted to trip up a political 
giant.
 Lauck is spot on when he highlights the importance 
of the bloggers in turning the campaign. Given the print-
news dominance of the Argus Leader, the assiduous 
research and gritty reporting of the bloggers was crucial, 
and it worked in interesting ways. National weblogs and 
other media picked up on the South Dakota blogs because 
of the importance of the Senate race, and that in turn 
validated them back to people in-state, overcoming print-
media dominance.
 Crucial, yes, but not the whole story, because com-
munications in the digital era are not confined to things 
digital. In politics, as in most spheres, what emerges as 
the most effective communication strategy is the com-
bination of digital communications with old-fashioned 
personal contact in the flesh. This is to say, give the 
bloggers their due, and yes, Daschle did make himself 
vulnerable—but Thune still had to win the race on the 
ground. He was an attractive candidate who campaigned 
well.
 Lauck perhaps overstates the importance of ideology 
in the victory of Thune, here styled as a “child of the Rea-
gan revolution.” It just makes no sense to indict Daschle 
for his old-fashioned views and style and then to hearken 
back, as the alternative, to Ronald Reagan. Senate races in 
the Northern Plains have their own distinctive dynamics, 
and the Thune victory does not change the fundamentals; 
it illustrates them.
 Lauck’s central point about digital communications, 
however, raises an intriguing issue for historians, because 
he explicitly invokes the term “memory.” “Daschle lost 
the war against memory in 2004,” Lauck argues, a point 
that more than justifies his book. It raises a question much 
broader than Daschle vs. Thune. It implies that with the 
ready and democratic access to and dissemination of 
information characteristic of the digital era, public dis-
course is transformed. This point deserves more diges-
tion.
 Oh, and by the way: South Dakota is not in the High 
Plains. Thomas D. Isern, Department of History, North 
Dakota State University.
Pagans in the Promised Land: Decoding the Doctrine 
of Christian Discovery. By Steven T. Newcomb. Golden, 
CO: Fulcrum Publishing, 2008. xviii + 186 pp. Notes, 
references, index. $19.95 paper.
 In 1793, the Indians of the Northwest Territory de-
clared themselves “free to make any bargain or cession 
of lands, whenever & to whomsoever we please.” Three 
decades later, however, the United States Supreme Court 
held in Johnson v. M’Intosh that the original inhabitants 
of America “are to be considered merely as occupants, 
to be protected, indeed, while in peace, in the possession 
of their lands, but to be deemed incapable of transferring 
the absolute title to others.” Chief Justice John Mar-
shall concluded that the rights of Indians “to complete 
sovereignty, as independent nations, were necessarily 
diminished . . . by the original fundamental principle, 
that discovery gave exclusive title to those who made it.” 
This “doctrine of discovery” has never been repudiated 
by the United States and remains a basic principle of 
federal Indian law.
Book Reviews 249
© 2009 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska–Lincoln
 In Pagans in the Promised Land, Steven Newcomb 
endeavors “to decode the hidden biblical, or, more 
specifically, Old Testament, background of the John-
son ruling.” He argues that Indian law scholars fail to 
appreciate the religious dimensions of Marshall’s deci-
sion, and contends that “it is accurate to refer to the 
main conception that runs through the Johnson ruling 
as Christian discovery rather than simply discovery 
or European discovery.” Newcomb, who is Shawnee/
Lenape, also breaks new ground by making use of 
“the tools and methods of cognitive theory” in order to 
expose—and challenge—the “negative, oppressive, and 
dominating concepts that have been mentally and, from 
an indigenous perspective, illegitimately imposed on 
our existence.”
 The book begins with a primer on cognitive theory, 
a “new way of thinking about thinking” that empha-
sizes the use of conceptual metaphors, image-schemas, 
radial categories, and idealized cognitive models 
(ICMs). Although the terminology of cognitive science 
is somewhat daunting, Newcomb explains how the 
Christian nations of Europe idealized (and rationalized) 
the colonization of the New World. Separate chapters 
explain the “mental process of negation” and describe 
the “conqueror” and “chosen people–promised land” 
cognitive models. While other scholars have explored 
the religious underpinnings of the doctrine of discovery, 
Newcomb offers new insights by consciously connect-
ing “the biblical basis of the claimed right of Christian 
discovery and dominion” with the “mentality of empire 
and domination.” 
 Newcomb asserts that Johnson v. M’Intosh is “quite 
diabolical” because the decision uses “Christian religion 
and Christian nationalism, combined with the cognitive 
powers of imagination and assumption, to construct 
a subjugating reality for American Indians.” One can 
argue, however, that the characterization of Marshall’s 
opinion as “diabolical” is not only ironic (given the word’s 
association with the devil) but unfair. Given the assump-
tions that underlie the “conqueror” and “chosen people” 
models, the book does not explain why Marshall held that 
discovery “diminished”—rather than eliminated—the 
Native rights of property and self-government.
 By its use of cognitive theory, Pagans in the Promised 
Land presents a new perspective on the doctrine of dis-
covery. Newcomb forcefully argues that an essential part 
of the decolonizing process “must occur in the mind.” His 
book sets forth a fresh way to think about, and decode, 
federal Indian law. Blake A. Watson, School of Law, 
University of Dayton.
American Indians and the Law. By N. Bruce Duthu. 
New York: Viking, 2008. xxx + 270 pp. Notes, bibliogra-
phy, index. $21.95 cloth, $16.00 paper.
 “. . . [T]he question is whether the law ought to be 
praised or cursed for what it has done to the Indian.” This 
was the seminal and troubling question raised by Petra 
Shattuck and Jill Norgren in their well-constructed book 
Partial Justice: Federal Indian Law in a Liberal Consti-
tutional System in 1991. It is a question that has bedeviled 
Native peoples and non-Natives for decades.
 N. Bruce Duthu is the latest academic to weigh in 
on this contentious debate. Drawing on a wealth of his-
torical, political, and especially legal data, Duthu charts 
a balanced course through the uneven ground of treaty, 
constitutional, statutory, and case law to “show how 
federal Indian law reflects the paradoxes and tensions of 
our past but also contains the critical elements that could 
be useful in developing a more respectful and mutually 
beneficial framework for political relations.”
 The tidy book is divided into four coequal parts that 
focus respectively on Native sovereignty; Native territori-
ality—the ways and means that Indigenous peoples both 
lost and retained ownership of their lands; Native-state 
philosophical tensions—the battle between individual 
civil rights and collective tribal rights; and Natives and 
intergovernmental relations—particularly as played out 
in the diplomatic arena.
 Besides wrestling with the broad question of how “the 
law” should be viewed in its application to Native peoples, 
the other major question suffusing this study is “where 
and how do Indian tribes sit within the architecture of 
American constitutional democracy?” While admitting 
that there is still no “clear answer” to this foundational 
question, Duthu acknowledges that Native nations are in a 
position of what he mildly terms a “legal deficit” vis-à-vis 
the U.S. He attributes this “deficit” to two sets of reasons: 
the federal government’s use of a particularized creation 
story about nation-building and national identity that 
diminished and marginalized Indigenous peoples as sav-
ages and incompetents; and omnipresent racism that laces 
many laws, policies, and court cases. Evidence abounds 
that these two factors were indeed important, but I am 
not convinced they have sufficient explanatory power to 
characterize adequately the ongoing political and legal 
conundrums in which Native nations find themselves in 
relation to the U.S. today.
 Throughout the book Duthu effectively employs a 
number of case studies that help to situate the abstract le-
gal doctrines in real world contexts, and he offers several 
